Imported malaria in Poland 2003 to 2011: implications of different travel patterns.
The number of imported malaria cases in Poland compared with other European countries remains low. However, in view of the high mortality and the large proportion of severe clinical forms, a better understanding of the problem is required. Data reported to the surveillance system in Poland between 2003 and 2011 were reviewed retrospectively. All cases were laboratory confirmed as outlined by the EU case definition. Statistical analysis was performed using Epi Info 3.5.3 and STATA 10. A total of 189 confirmed malaria cases, including 5 that were fatal, were reported in Poland during the study period. All cases were imported: 72% came from Africa. Among cases with a species-specific diagnosis, 118 (73%) were caused by Plasmodium falciparum. The median age of individuals afflicted was 36 years and 74% were males. Most cases occurred among work-related travelers (40%) or tourists (38%). Individuals born in malaria-endemic countries constituted 12% of all cases. The severe malaria form was identified in 23% of all cases and was more frequent among cases caused by P. falciparum (32%), in people older than 50 years (39%), and in cases when diagnosis was delayed (36%). The severe form occurred only in 9% of cases originating from malaria-endemic countries and there were no fatalities in this group. Fatal outcomes were associated with a delay in diagnosis (fatality = 10.5%) and falciparum malaria (fatality = 4%). Most of the delays resulted from a delay in seeking medical care, and less frequently due to misdiagnosis. Tourists and work-related travelers make up most of the malaria patients in Poland and they are at a greater risk of the severe form of malaria and consequently death, possibly due to the lack of immunity. Delayed diagnosis is associated with mortality, implying low awareness of the threat that malaria poses, both among patients and doctors.